Dr. William Beaumont, a Sketch * by Steiner, Walter R.
DR. WILLIAM BEAUMONT, A SKETCH*
WALTER R. STEINER
From the 19th to the 24th of August, 1929, the International
Physiological Congress met in this country, at Boston, for the first
time in its existence of forty years. On that occasion the American
Committee had prepared for presentation to each member a medal
and a volume. They desired to portray upon the medal the profile
of the man who had carried out the most epoch-making researches
in Physiology in this country, and wished also to present his book
describing those researches. They selected Dr. William Beaumont
for this purpose.
His story is that of a young man, born on November 21, 1785,
who, when he had arrived at man's estate, decided to go and earn his
fortune elsewhere. This, however, opposed the wishes of his father,
who intended giving him a farm if only he would remain; but
firm in his determination the son set out from home, journeying
northward, with a horse, a cutter, a barrel of cider and $100 of
hard-earned money. In the spring of 1807 he reached the village
of Champlain, New York, and began teaching school, for "he soon
gained the people's confidence". While out of school he was
employed in the village store, for which we learn he was "amply
rewarded". But teaching school and tending store did not occupy
his whole time for he began reading medical books, borrowed from
the library of Dr. Pomeroy, a prominent physician and surgeon in
the near-by town of Burlington. These various occupations took
up his time for three years, at the end of which he crossed Lake
Champlain to St. Albans, Vermont, to study medicine with Dr.
Benjamin Chandler.
We know little about Dr. Chandler's qualifications, save the
statement that he was "most skillful in his medical practice and
notably in surgery". Thus Beaumont's apprenticeship continued
for two years and his industry during this period is evinced by a
note-book and some case records which remain. In the former he
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observes that a good physician is he "who makes use of all the
assistance by which, through the happiness of the present age, the
art of physic has been improved." A young man entering upon the
profession of medicine should learn to "resist the fascinations of
doctrine and hypotheses till he have won the privilege of such'
studies by honest labors and a faithful pursuit of real and useful
knowledge." "Of this knowledge", he declares, "surely anatomy
forms the first and greatest share as being the basis of all medical
skill." Physicians should be gentle and sympathizing in their dis-
positions and manner in the sick-room, so that pain and distress seem
suspended in their presence. Their visits ought to be so exhilarat-
ing that hope will "follow their footsteps, so salutary their prescrip-
tions that death should drop his commission in combat with their
skill." Myer, in his Life of BeaXumont, has published some case
records to show how thoroughly Beaumont had put these precepts
into practice. In a letter to his parents in 181 1 he speaks enthusias-
tically about his apprenticeship, which was completed on June 2,
1812, when the Third Medical Society of the State of Vermont
granted him a license to practice. Fortified with this license and
three testimonials from Dr. Truman Powell, Dr. Seth Pomeroy,
and one from the Champlain Chapter of the Royal Arch Masons,
he left the Chandler home, crossed Lake Champlain to Plattsburgh,
and was received into the United States Army as Surgeon's-mate
in the Sixth Regiment Infantry on brevet from General Bloomfield.
His commission, as issued by President Madison, was dated Decem-
ber 2, 1812, and seven days later he was transferred to the Sixteenth
Infantry.
As there was inactivity in this division of the army to which he
was assigned, he began the private practice of medicine in Platts-
burgh and so continued until February 15th when he again resumed
his army career, despite Dr. Chandler's efforts to dissuade him from
returning to the service, and was transferred to the Sixth Regiment.
With this regiment he went to Sackets Harbor, was at the capture
of York, and finally in the battle of Plattsburgh, where he was
highly complimented for his bravery under fire, along with
the other Surgeon's-mates, by Hospital Surgeon James Mann.
Soon after the War of 1812 ended, he resigned from the army,
commenced the practice of his profession in Plattsburgh and also
kept a store with Dr. George Senter, but the firm was dissolved
in a few months as Dr. Senter had to go south. The firm thereupon
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became Beaumont and Wheelock. This combination did not con-
tinue very long as the firm sold out to other parties in about a year
and Beaumont continued in the practice ofmedicine alone. Although his practice appears to have been a lucrative one, yet the charms of
army life were more alluring. The medical corps of the army had
been reorganized and his friend Joseph Lovell was now Surgeon-
General so he reentered the army on March 18th as First Surgeon,
to take rank December 4, 1819, being ordered to Fort Mackinac,
Michigan.
Whilst thus engaged in practice, he records an interesting case
of hydrophobia which recovered, according to his biographer, under
what is called a unique treatment. This consisted largely in drink-
ing a decoction of tea made from the Scutellaria lateriflora or skull-
cap. The method however was not unique, but was one of the
common modes of treatment of hydrophobia in those days. In
Thacher's Observations on Hydrophobia, published at Plymouth,
Massachusetts, in 1 812, an illustration of this plant forms the frontis-
piece of the volume. It was introduced as a specific for the bite of
a mad dog by a man named Jesse Lewis of West Chester, Pennsyl-
vania, in whose family the remedy had been kept secret for a long
period. Dr. Thacher did not think it could be regarded as a specific
remedy and considered its total abandonment fully justified. Its
use, however, in Beaumont's case resulted in a cure which probably
would have happened anyway. Shortly before he reentered the
army he became a member of the Clinton County Medical Society
which was organized in 1807.
On June 6, 1822, a great opportunity which he enthusiastically
embraced came to him, for Alexis St. Martin, a young French-
Canadian, was standing in the company's store "Where one of the party was holding a shotgun (not a musket) which was accidently
discharged, the whole charge entering St. Martin's body." "The muzzle was not over three feet from him, I think not more than
two", a bystander declares. "The wadding entered, as well as pieces
of clothing; his shirt took fire; he fell as we supposed dead."
But it was not so to be, for Dr. Beaumont was able to respond in
a very short time. He extracted part of the shot and pieces of
clothing and dressed the wound, remarking as he did so, "The man
cannot live thirty-six hours; I will come and see him by and by."
The next day Beaumont got out more of the shot and clothing and
cut off the ragged edges of the wound, remarking as he did so he
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thought the patient would recover and St. Martin did survive in
spite of the permanent hole in his stomach. He was taken to the
fort hospital as soon as he could be moved, so that he could secure
better attention. One year later as the country refused further
assistance, St. Martin was taken into Beaumont's family, "from
mere motives of charity and a disposition to save life or at least tco
make him comfortable." Fortunately, this move was a happy one
for the patient steadily improved in health and by June, 1824, was
"able to perform any kind of labor from the whittling of a stick
to the chopping of logs." This generous treatment of St. Martin
was given him by Beaumont when the latter's salary was only
$40.00 a month with two to four rations daily to supply the needs
of Beaumont, his family, and those of St. Martin.
Beaumont apparently did not consider the matchless opportunity
to study the physiology of digestion in Martin's lid on his stomach
until four years later, at which time the fame which had come
to him in this case made him an honorary member of the Michigan
Medical Society. His report of the case had been sent, some months
earlier, to Surgeon-General Lovell for approval and correction,
"hoping that it might be published in some reputable Journal."
This was done in The Medical Recorder for 1828, but, through an
oversight, the story appears under the caption of: "A Case of
Wounded Stomach by Joseph Lovell, Surgeon-General, U. S. A.",
and the error was not corrected until the end of the same year.
In this paper he wrote: "I may therefore be able hereafter to give
some interesting experiments." The first series of experiments were
begun in a desultory sort of way at Mackinac, but actually the four
in this series were accomplished at Fort Niagara. Shortly there-
after, Beaumont took St. Martin to Plattsburgh, but the latter's
stay there was very short for the nearness of the Canadian border,
the scene of his boyhood, was too much for St. Martin and shortly
after his arrival at Plattsburgh he took "French leave", absconded
and went to Canada. Two years then pass without any word of the
whereabouts of St. Martin when, at the end of this time, W. W.
Matthews of the American Fur Company, in response to a previous
request from Beaumont, finally got track of "his ungrateful boy
Alexis St. Martin". He found him married and living about twelve
miles back from Berthier, at a place called La Chalaupe, fifty-seven
miles from Montreal. "He is poor", he adds, and "miserable
beyond description and his wound is worse than when he left you.'
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Matthews charged Beaumont $14 which was the amount of his
disbursements in finding St. Martin.
From Mackinac Beaumont had been ordered successively to Fort
Niagara, to Fort Howard and finally to Fort Crawford, at Prairie
du Chien, where St. Martin, after a voyage of nearly two thousand
miles, with considerable difficulty and a great expense, arrived with
his wife and two children in August, 1829. Then Beaumont con-
ducted the second series of experiments from December 9, 1829,
until April 9, 1831, and 56 were recorded during this period. In
the spring of this year, 1831, circumstances appear to have made it
expedient for St. Martin to return with his family to Lower Canada
again, but he was expected in the fall of that year to go to Europe
with Beaumont. For this purpose Beaumont was given a year's
furlough on May 23, 1831. The order, however, was revoked
by Special Order No. 127, on October 24, 1831, when it is stated
that the public service would not permit his absence. This public
service probably arose from the fear of an Indian outbreak. The
outbreak, and a cholera epidemic pretty well occupied his time until
June of the next year, when he received a furlough of six months
with permission to visit Europe. To heighten his joy, St. Martin
returned and a contract was drawn up to secure more firmly
St. Martin. But on reaching Washington Beaumont yielded to
the desires of the faculty of Columbian University to commence a
course of experiments in their institution, so the third series of
experiments were undertaken, with St. Martin being made Sergeant
of a detachment of orderlies stationed at the War Department in
Washington commanded by Lieutenant S. Cooper. For this, St.
Martin received payment for his-services at the rate of $12 per
month, an allowance of $2.50 per month for clothing and ten cents
per day for sustenance. The third series then begun continued from
December 1, 1832, until March 1, 1833, and 116 experiments were
then recorded. Concerning these experiments Beaumont wrote:
"I have not been able to complete the series I had on hand when
I left Washington, but I am determined to do so if I have even to
shut myself up with Alexis in a convent or retire to some seclusion
in the country." The fourth series of experiments was made in
Plattsburgh from July 9th to November 1st, and numbers 62 in all.
Honors now came to Beaumont in an honorary M.D. from
Columbian University in Washington and an honorary membership
in the Connecticut Medical Society. Now he was busy preparing
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for book form, his studies on the Physiology of Digestion in the
person of St. Martin. He had previously sent samples of St.
Martin's gastric juice to Professor Robley Dunglison of the Uni-
versity of Virginia and to Professor Silliman of Yale, and the
latter had sent a specimen at his request to Professor Berzelius of
Stockholm; none of their replies were especially illuminating,
although Beaumont had hoped they would add to the value of
the book. The book was finally printed in 1833 by Frederick P.
Allen of Plattsburgh, and was reissued the following year by Lilly,
Wait, and Company of Boston. Four years later an English edition
was published by SirAndrew Combe of Edinburgh, while a German
edition appeared in 1834. A second edition was also published in
Burlington, Vermont, in 1847, by Samuel Beaumont, a cousin of
the author. It was a reprint of the first book with many minor
corrections. In the book, quoting Dr. Vaughan, Beaumont "made
such an exact study of the physical and chemical natures of gastric
juice that with the exception of the discovery of pepsin, the closest
research of modern times had added but little to the work done
by him." Meanwhile a new agreement was entered into with
Alexis and executed for a period of two years, beginning November
7, 1833, for a consideration of $4000 to be paid in installments.
Sometime later Beaumont memorialized Congress to reward him
for his care of St. Martin at the rate of $1.25 per day for 1460
days, or $1825, but the bill was defeated by a vote of 56 to 129,
as well as was an amendment to the appropriation bill granting
Dr. Beaumont $10,000.
His time, a little later, was taken up with Hospital inspection,
and on May 15, Drs. Milo L. North and Edward P. Terry of
New Haven sent him a resolution that the thanks of the Con-
necticut Medical Society be tendered to Dr. Beaumont for his inter-
esting exhibition of the subject of his celebrated physiological experi-
ments. Dr. Charles I. Jackson, of ether fame, wrote to him about
this time concerning the physiological properties of the gastric fluid
Beaumont had given him. Alexis, in the meanwhile had been
allowed to go to Canada to visit his family but promised to return
to Plattsburgh by June 15th so that he could accompany Beaumont
to Jefferson Barracks, 12 miles from St. Louis. This, however, he
did not do and never returned to Beaumont, although he made
numerous promises in response to many efforts to secure him.
Alexis seems to have fallen into bad ways and become a hopeless
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drunkard. In a letter less than a year before his death Beaumont
speaks of him as that old fistulous Alexis, but probably the designa-
tion, elusive, fistulous, drunken old reprobate would better describe
him.
On the death of Surgeon-General Lovell on October 17, 1836,
Thomas Lawson was appointed to succeed him, and Beaumont soon
felt the difference between the two men. Lovell, from his friendly
interest and his remarkable appreciation of the importance of
Beaumont's work, had given him every consideration in furloughs
and privileges to forward his researches. Lawson, on the other
hand, seemed jealous of the attention which had been showered
upon Beaumont, refused him further privileges and finally ordered
him on September 18, 1839, to Fort Brooks, Florida, to examine,
with four other Army Surgeons, such Surgeons and Assistant-
Surgeons of the Army as might be ordered to present themselves
before them. After some fruitless correspondence, Beaumont
resigned from the army, giving as the reasons his advanced age,
his length of service and claiming that the order was contrary to
the usual regulations. Thus, his army connection was closed. His
association with the army, however, was not forgotten as Torney,
a more recent Surgeon-General, and Asburn, a recent historian of
the army medical department, have both spoken proudly of his
army participation.
Before Beaumont had resigned from the army he had been
ordered from Jefferson Barracks into the city of St. Louis, where
he attended to a private practice in addition to his army work, and
in 1840 he became President of the St. Louis Medical Society.
He was engaged in a most extensive and lucrative private practice
during the last thirteen years of his life, a cholera epidemic during
1849 demanding from him incessant toil. In March, 1853, he fell
on some ice-covered stone steps while returning home from a pro-
fessional call and although his injuries at the time seemed slight,
yet he never entirely recovered from the fall. Later he developed
a carbuncle on his neck and died on April 25, 1853. His remains
rest in the beautiful Bellefontaine Cemetery beside those of his
wife who survived him many years.
From contemporary opinions of him, by two who knew him
well, we read: "Dr. Beaumont possessed great firmness and deter-
mination of purpose: difficulties which would have discouraged
most men, he never allowed to turn him from his course. These
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he did not attempt to evade, but to meet and overcome. He
possessed more than any man I ever knew a knowledge (almost
intuitive) of human character. You might have introduced him to
twenty different persons in a day, all strangers to him, and he would
have given you an accurate estimate of the character of each, his
peculiar traits, disposition, etc., and not a few would receive some
appropriate soubriquet from him." "He was gifted", his second
friend states, "with strong natural powers, which, working upon an
extensive experience in life, resulted in a species of natural sagacity,
which, as I suppose, was something peculiar to him, and not to be
attained by any course of study. His temperament was ardent, but
never got the better of his instructed and disciplined judgment, and,
whenever or however employed, he always adopted the most judi-
cious means of attaining ends that were always honorable. In the
sick-room he was a model of patience and kindness; his intuitive
perceptions, guiding a pure benevolence, never failed to inspire
confidence, and thus he belonged to that class of physician whose
very presence affords nature a sensible relief."
REFERENCES
Chittenden, R. H.: William Beaumont. Yale J. Biol. & Med., 1929, 1, 121-27.
Martin, Deborah Beaumont: Dr. William Beaumont: His Life in Mackinac and
Wisconsin, 1820-1834. Wisc. Mag. of Hist., 1921, 4, 263-80.
Miller, W. S.: William Beaumont and His Book. Elisha North and His Copy of
Beaumont's Book. Ann. Med. Hist., 1929, 1, n.s., 155-79.
Miller, W. S.: William Beaumont, M.D., 1785-1853. Ann. Med. Hist., 1933,
5, n.s., 28-5 1.
Myer, J. S.: Life and Letters of Dr. William Beaumont. St. Louis, 1912, pp. 317.
Reyburn, Thomas: Memoir of the late William Beaumont, M.D., Formerly
Surgeon of the United States Army: Author of Experiments and Observations
on the Gastric Juice and the Physiology of Digestion. St. Louis Med. &
Surg. J., 1854, 12, 127-39.
Steiner, W. R.: William Beaumont, An Appreciation. Science, 1929, 70, 413-16.
Addresses at the Dedication of the Beaumont Memorial at Prairie du Chien. Wisc.
Med. J., 1931, 29, 855-56; 864-74.